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Sheriff Michael Welch’s Center for Homeland Defense and Security master’s degree research as well as course
papers looking into sovereign citizens have been applied in the form of reality-based scenario training for local law
enforcement in North Carolina.
During his CHDS studies, Welch wrote a collection of course papers on the topic that culminated in his thesis,
“Police Murders: Deadly Encounters with Sovereign Citizens,” a work so sensitive it is restricted from public release.
The writings served as a foundation for establishing a pilot training program conducted in March 2015.
Download the paper: “Officer Safety: A Strategy for Local Law Enforcement Encountering the Sovereign Citizen
Movement”
Three incidents involving sovereign citizens who murdered officers had occurred as Welch  began his research and
were the foundation of his CHDS research: Abbeville, South Carolina in 2003; West Memphis, Arkansas, in 2010
and St. John the Baptist Parish, Louisiana, in 2012.
“I had focused on the three most recent since 911,” he said. “What I found out was there was a research gap
between traditional police murders and police murders by far right extremists, including sovereign citizens.”
His hypothesis was reinforced with a 2007 study from the University of Maryland’s National Consortium for the
Study of Terrorism and Response to Terrorism (START) that ranked sovereign citizens seventh on a list of potential
threats perceived by law enforcement. (A subsequent 2014 study ranked the movement as the number one
perceived terrorist threat among law enforcement.) Welch’s investigation also showed police interactions with
people identifying as sovereign citizens was not uncommon in North Carolina.
Important to keeping officers on the street safe was identifying common characteristics and actions of people
associated with the movement, such as rejection of law enforcement and court authorities, refusal to pay taxes and
a proclivity to conspiracy thinking.
With the problem identified, he began outlining methods to mitigate police deaths.
“With the strategic memo I began looking at sovereign citizens being a perceived threat to law enforcement and
exploring the amount of training available to local law enforcement to promote their safety,” Welch said. “Early on it
was apparent there was a need that needed to be met.”
With an implementation paper written for the Strategic Planning and Budget course, Welch coupled the traits and
rise of the movement with specific steps to develop and offer training for local police.
His thesis employed qualitative research and was guided by a heuristic device that considered the perpetrators’
states of mind, attitudes, actions and the seriousness of their offences.
“The findings strongly supported the need to recognize the violent potential of the sovereign citizen movement,” he
said. “Another finding was that the most common threat of sovereign citizens’ ideology possessed by offenders in
those three cases was a far right, anti-government view. At least one defendant in each was motivated by cause or
ideology to murder the police officers.”
Among his CHDS courses, two were especially helpful in forming Welch’s research – Intro to Homeland Security
course taught by John Rollins and Lauren Fernandez along with a course on unconventional threats taught by Dave
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Brannan and Anders Strindberg.
“I was challenged by Rollins and Fernandez, to start thinking critically,” Welch noted. “That was in addition to
Brannan and Anders who stressed the importance of primary sources.”
Welch’s 34 sworn officers in the Caswell County Sheriff’s Department took the pilot training in March, which
included four hours of classroom instruction along with four hours of scenario-based instruction. The pilot training
was in collaboration with the North Carolina Highway Patrol, the State Bureau of Investigation, the Information
Sharing and Analysis Center (ISAAC) and Alamance Community College, as well as in concert with the state’s nine
domestic preparedness regions.
“Most officers have never been exposed to Sovereign Citizen Tactics until they are being used on them in a real
world situation,” said Sgt. Zeb Stroup of the North Carolina State Highway Patrol, an instructor for the scenario
training portion of the program. “This training exposes the student to these tactics in a controlled environment.  I
have no doubt that each student is now better equipped with the tools to deal with a Sovereign encounter. ”
During the course of his studies, Welch worked hired a Field Liaison Officer (FLO) for his office to work with ISAAC
who also was part of the pilot program. The groups spent a year collaborating on learning objectives and developing
reality-based scenarios.
The latter is important as detecting characteristics, such as rejection of government authority, of the movement
during a traffic stop can be a life or death proposition.
“The research indicated that when a movement adherent simply has to interact with a law enforcement officer it
could escalate to violence with the officer totally unaware of the motivation behind the violence,” Welch said. “The
pilot curriculum goes beyond basics to include reality-based use of force scenarios that incorporate verbal and
visual indicators to allow law enforcement officers to learn threat cues in a safe environment.”
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